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Abstract. Ruxandra Cesereanu uses close 
reading as a method for understanding the 
meanings of one of the most controversial 
movies of Lars von Trier, Antichrist. The term, 
borrowed from the canons of literary theory, 
describes the careful “reading” of cinema as 
text. Looking for insights into the narrative 
of Antichrist, this work provides an in-depth 
commentary, otherwise difficult to obtain 
when dealing with such a cinematographic 
effort, filled with symbolism and metaphysical 
references.

Ruxandra CESEREANU

A DIRECTOR’S CLINICAL CHART FOR DEMENTIA:

ANTICHRIST BY LARS VON TRIER

(close reading/seeing)

Divided into six chapters, like a 
visual book, in order to be understood 
in a demonstrative development and a 
relative logical construction, the movie 
has a provocative title, Antichrist (but 
here the Antichrist is symbolical, not 
religious. Lars von Trier’s production 
was a disappointment and a source of 
dissatisfaction in general, both for the 
movie critics and the viewers, their main 
critique being the gratuitous violence 
and the overtly demonstrative ideology. 
This was the most debated and insolent 
movie in 2009, even if it did not shock the 
public as deeply as, in the seventies, the 
movie made by Pier Paolo Pasolini, The 
120 Days of Sodom. In my interpretation, 
the way the movie needs to be received 
is reversed: on one hand, I believe that 
this is one of the most important movies 
of a director that reached maturity; 
another contention is that this is a (post)
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Dostoevskyan movie of a grand impact1 
(with the courage to tackle issues like 
horror and abomination in marriage, 
where one partner becomes extremely 
malignant, and this is one of the reasons 
why he narrows the viewership so 
dramatically); another catalyst for the 
movie is the extremely competent inter-
pretation of the two actors – Charlotte 
Gainsbourg and Willem Dafoe; and last, 
but not least, Antichrist is a homage to 
the two directors that influenced Lars 
von Trier: Ingmar Bergman (fascinated 
and obsessed by couple relationships, 
with its minute psychology, inherited, 
as a theme, from Strindberg’s literary 
work) and Andrej Tarkovsky (to whom, 

1 I am not the only one seeing in Trier’s work 
(not necessarily in this particular movie) a 
vision close to Dostoievsky. Here is what 
Thomas Beltzer noted: “I see Lars von Trier as 
a modern-day Dostoevsky. Like the Russian 
novelist, he may be reactionary, neurotic 
and anti-modern, but he presents us with 
an artistic canvas of dialectic complexity 
capable of resonating in interesting ways 
with mature and educated minds.”, Lars von 
Trier in Senses of Cinema, August 2002.

otherwise, the movie is dedicated, and 
whose enigmatic scenery is inserted by 
Trier in his movie2). It is true, though, 
that this movie does not integrate into the 
broader conceptual frame of the Danish 
director, as they were expressed, together 
with his other famous colleagues of his 
generation, in the manifesto entitled 
Dogma 95.3

This paper is an analysis based on close 
reading/seeing techniques, applied to the 
movie, designed to generate a synthesis 
of the significance for the details and the 
narrative thread connecting the general 
sense of the directing premise.

Prologue

One man and one woman clenched in 
their sexual passion on the background a 
renaissance-baroque music emanated by a 
feminine, paradise like voice. The sexual 
act is reproduced in slow-motion, in very 
close framing, in order to catch uncanny 
details, in the sense of an aesthetics of the 
ugly. In a parallel editing, there is a toy 
teddy bear floating in the air and a child 
is playing, then there is a bottle without 
a cork spilling out. This should be, at the 

2 For the close interpreter of scenery and 
outdoor shots in the Stalker, Nostalghia and 
The Sacrifice, the last three movies made 
by Tarkovsky, this connection is obvious 
with regards to scenery and outdoors shots 
in Antichrist.

3 Gabriel Giralt, „Whatever Happened to 
Reality: Dogme and the Reality of Fiction”, 
in Kinema, Fall, 2003.
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first glance, a wonderful situation, with 
parents in a fulfilled social and personal 
context. But the violent orgasm of the 
parents is coupled with the death of the 
child, falling through the window, in the 
abyss. The last scene of the prologue gives 
us the picture of the washing machine 
turning the clothes. 

The Suffering

The mourning that follows is predic-
table, as well as the burial of the child and 
the starting of the psychic illness of the 
mother, visibly in a deeper pain than her 
husband. She starts with a confession: 
I am guilty, I could have prevented 
this death. He explains: suffering is 
normal. Dissatisfied with her psychiatric 
treatment, heavily on drugs, the husband 
(being therapist himself) suggests a 
different psychiatric treatment for his 
wife. Right from the start she blames 
him: if their son would have been alive 
or dead it seemed as if it was the same for 
him (in the past as in the present)! Slowly 
the movie begins to look like a clinical 
chart of some sort of dementia, dementia 
needing more an exorcist than a therapist: 
she has a strong hysteria syndrome, 
acute depression, compulsive desire 
for sex acts, powerful panic attacks and 
self mutilation violence. The husband 
suggests her to come up with a list of all 
the things she is deeply afraid of, because 
the fear of the woman is not defined and 
she is mostly afraid of herself. What 
is the space she is most afraid of? The 
Eden forest, where the family cabin is. 
The psychiatric dialogue of the couple is 

juxtaposed with flashes of confuse scenery 
and anguish filled settings, specter like 
landscapes, charged with an enigmatic 
vegetation. He has her transposed into the 
Eden forest, where he teaches her to melt 
into the regenerating green colours, after 
she overcomes three obstacles: a bridge, 
the den of a fox and a hollow tree. In the 
forrest he sees a deer giving birth while 
running: but the message is not one of 
paradisiac references, but one grotesque.

The Pain (chaos prevails)

I order to prevent her from running 
away, he wants to force her to confront 
her fear by several exercises. Violent 
metaphors for the image of their dead son 
follow the therapeutical practices: a dead 
chick fallen from a nest and devoured by 
an eagle. The Eden forest is mysterious and 
alienating, a terrifying space that does not 
induce regeneration. The remembrance 
is jolted by sound effects: the cry of the 
late baby fills the forest and the scenery. 
For the sick woman, Eden is hideous, and 
by consequence she starts having more 
frequent bursts of violence. Reality is 
deformed, and the nature becomes the 
church of Satan: the woman seems to get 
better, but it is only an illusion! Inside the 
mysterious vegetation, a fox with human 
voice proclaims the dominance of Chaos. 
Then the satanic fox becomes bloody and 
mushy.

Dispair (the women’s genocide)

There is a flood out there, in the 
attic of the cabin there are lithographs 
showing tortures (more precisely tortures 
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of women): this is her workbook for her 
notes on the doctoral thesis (a thesis based 
on the excruciating tortures supported 
by the witches in the Middle Ages); 
the writing of the woman constantly 
deteriorates as the thesis progresses, as 
if she becomes ill from the abominable 
lithographs. This is when he proposes the 
most dangerous therapeutic exercise: the 
man would become the nature (Satan), 
in order to scare the woman so as to kill 
her in a symbolic way, thus killing her 
fear. But she already has a theory of her 
own: if human nature is maleficent, then, 
by consequence the nature of women 
is malignant. Thus, the women in the 
historical lithographs deserved to be 
tortured! Repeatedly she imposes on her 
husband a compulsive sexual behavior, 
claiming that she needs to be tormented; 
gradually becoming obsessed with the 
idea of a concrete evil. By chance she 
finds the report of the forensic doctor 
and the autopsy of the dead child: there 
is nothing unusual in these reports, 
except one observation – the legs of the 
child were deformed, but not from the 
fall, but from a previous, continuous 
action. The woman-mother was the one 
having the child to wear his shoes the 
other way around, so that his feet became 
malformed. Feeling that she is going to 
be disclosed, she thinks he would leave 
her, and this is why she hurts the man 
through an atrocious blow that makes 
him unconscious, nails him down and 
starts to take aim at his genitalia, in a 
brutal and bloody torture. The scene is 
grotesquely hyperbolic. Awaken from his 

black-out, he crawls into the forest to find 
shelter: and in the den of the fox he finds 
a baby crow, whom he kills in order not 
to blow his hideout. The woman would 
find him eventually and, in an attack of 
panic and hysteria, would suffocate him 
to the ground (trying to kill him for the 
second time); and then she would save 
him, by carrying him to the cabin.

The three beggars

The three beggars represent the 
suffering, the pain and the despair – this 
is her explanation when remembering the 
way, while having sex with her husband, 
she left the child to die, by falling onto the 
ground. She then goes through a sexual 
self mutilation – a scene as atrocious and 
grotesque as the mutilation of the male 
genitalia we witnessed before. The deer, 
the fox and the crow enter the cabin, 
while she tries to kill her husband a third 
time, but he manages to eliminate her by 
suffocation, and then he burns her on a 
stake.

Epilogue

The man abandons the cabin and Eden 
forest – the soundtrack is similar to the 
score from the beginning of the movie, 
a woman singing a renaissance-baroque 
song recital. Feeding on wild berries, he 
sees together the fox, the deer and the 
crow, as a sign that the paradise has, 
probably, been restored. Then, around 
a dried out tree he sees a multitude of 
female bodies, one put to martyrdom 
(as in the lithographs). From the edges 
of Eden forrest we see climbing faceless 
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women, surrounding him with their 
psychical forms: are these the souls of 
the once tormented women?

Conclusions of the close reading

Lars von Trier is a director challenged 
by the problems coming out of the idea of 
authority and the magnifying of the issues 
surrounding violence. The problems of 
faith are obsessively recurrent, without 
having a clear theological aspect: the 
director, as a layman, puts into action 
staged elements of religious content, 
in order to have them scrutinized by 
human judgement, most of the times a 
sick judgement (or a judgement sickened 
by a special type of evil). All of Trier’s 
movies have a nightmarish surface and 
content, having an interpretative key 
in the discussion around the idea of 
responsibility. From this stand-point, 
in terms of content relevance (not at the 
level of cinematographic techniques), 
Antichrist must be seen in a close 
relationship to Breaking the Waves, Dan-
cer in the Dark and Dogville, all movies 
based on the defining of the problems of 
responsibility, connected with a feminine 
character. In Antichrist, the director is no 
longer the “terrible child” he used to be, 

he does not seek anymore the gratuitous 
shocking – and this is one of the most 
falsifying critiques of the movies. The 
parallelism the author build between the 
presumed eden-like world of the couple 
making love and the angel faced child 
and the world turned into hell, by the 
apparently accidental death of the child 
and the terrifying psychic illness of the 
woman, is generated not by means of 
artificial interventions, but as an add-
on to a consciousness of evil, which is 
not separated from human nature. The 
main focus for Trier remains the capacity 
to bring arguments in this respect, and 
from here on his demonstrations – that 
seem and sometimes really are forcible 
(in the most filmosophic way!)4 being 
harmful to some sensible spirits, and 
not unjustly we may add. Antichrist is 
not a movie with an acute metaphysical 
component; its dimensions are strictly 
human, the metaphysical being lowered 
and killed within and by humanity (even 
if the allegories, parables and metaphors 
are abundant).

In the end, the statement is the 
following: if God exists or not – it does 
not matter anymore.

4 The term appears to be satisfactory for Trier himself.
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